It's only difficult to determine when one is distracted by factors other than the historical record. And in the ongoing debate about the Armenian genocide, as in the one over the defeated Dole bill, many participants have been quite distracted. Ankara has consistently claimed that the deaths of Armenians occurred as the unfortunate result of civil war, famine and epidemics, and Turkey's allies are not about to let history get in the way of their own agendas. So the Israeli Embassy, which maintains close ties to Turkey, lobbied against Dole's measure; the Bush Administration first argued that the commemoration would hurt U.S.-Turkish relations and weaken NATO, but then agreed to a compromise; and U.S. weapons manufacturers who sell arms to Turkey fought the Dole bill with the silly claim that the deaths of both Armenians and Turks were actually the result of Russian manipulation.
The best answer to the question of genocide is the report written by Leslie Davis, who was U.S. consul in Harput in eastern Turkey from 1914 to 1917. The 132-page account was only recently found in the National Archives by Susan Blair, a researcher obsessed with compiling proof of the Armenian genocide. Davis's report, written upon his return to the United States, makes up the bulk of this book, which has an enthusiastic introduction and informative annotation by Blair, who received bomb threats after the book's publication was announced.
The Davis report is a find, the first unearthed eyewitness account from a neutral party, and we should all be grateful for Blair's sleuthing. Davis was a keen observer in a remote outpost. He was a good reporter, cautious in his estimates, and wrote only of things about which he had personal knowledge. Davis readily admitted to not liking the Armenian race," but he could scarcely believe the brutality he saw. His gracefully written report is not the work of your average bureaucrat. Davis arrived at Harput on May 31, 1914, following a thirteen-day journey by wagon, and noted that at that time Turks and Armenians "appeared to be on friendly terms." He saw little sign that within a year he would become the only foreign official to witness "probably the most terrible tragedy that has ever befallen any people in the history of the world." He first occupied himself with writing reports on local commerce and industries-but the work soon became pointless. In the spring of 1915, the local Ottoman Empire authorities, citing the activities of Armenian revolutionary societies, implemented a crackdown on Armenians. But Davis suspected that many of the bombs found in the backyards of Armenians were actually planted by the police. Hundreds of Armenians, including prominent academicians, church officials and merchants, were sent away from Harput on oxcarts to an unknown destination. Only later did Davis learn that nearly all had been massacred.
On June 26, 1915, the Turkish government ordered the deportation of every Armenian in Harput, its sister city Mamouret-ul-Aziz and adjacent villages. "Realizing so well the fate of most of those who were to be thus sent away," Davis wrote, " I felt that I must interfere on the ground of humanity." He won reprieves for many Armenians who had American citizenship. But when he cabled the U.S. Embassy at Constantinople, hoping it would be able to persuade the Turkish government to withdraw or modify the deportation orders, his superiors found the situation he described "so appalling that it was not believed."
At first, Davis recalled, no one knew what deportation' really meant." Some Armenians went away smiling and full of hope, anticipating they would be allowed to resettle elsewhere. They left without resistance. But soon reports came in that the Armenian men had been taken into the mountains and killed by Turkish guards. In one episode, on July 5, 1915, about 800 Armenian men were arrested, marched out of town into the mountains and slaughtered. Turkish gendarmes, who began the massacre using their rifles, were ordered not to waste bullets and to employ their bayonets instead. Armenian children, Davis reported, were drowned in a nearby lake.
Davis did the best he could, offering the protection of his consulate to many Armenians, holding the property of "deportees," trying to determine the whereabouts of Armenian citizens. He investigated reports of massacres and helped some Armenians to escape, when aiding Armenians was a crime punishable by death. His account covered these endeavors in a matter-of-fact tone, but clearly he was a brave man.
Even though the anti-Armenian campaign was conducted by the Ottoman Empire, as distinct from the current regime, Davis's account shows why it would be painful for Ankara to acknowledge the misdeeds of the past. Turkish society is not well acquitted in his report. He described Turks holding prayer meetings in front of the consulate, where he hid Armenians. "We could all hear them piously calling upon Allah to bless them in their efforts to kill the hated Christians:' When Armenians were "deported" and had to get rid of their possessions, their Turkish neighbors gladly bought their valuable property at bargain rates.
Armenians rounded up in other areas of the country were marched through Davis's region, and the consul investigated the camps outside Harput, where the deportees were kept: All of them were in rags and many of them were almost naked. They were emaciated, sick, diseased, filthy, covered with dirt and vermin, resembling animals far more than human beings." When Davis first saw one of these camps he found it "the most horrible scene I have ever witnessed, one not surpassed by any in Dante's Inferno'" The vilayet, or province, where his consulate was based came to be known as the "Slaughterhouse Vilayet."
Davis's description of his trips to the countryside, littered with thousands of bodies, is harrowing. At the shore of Lake Goeljuk, he saw the remains of hundreds who had been killed and buried in loose sand that had then been washed away. On one daylong trip, he surveyed more than 10,000 dead Armenians, some discarded in valleys that stank their whole length. For Davis, this was obviously genocide: "The Mohammedans in their fanaticism seemed determined not only to exterminate the Christian population but to remove all traces of their religion." Numbers, unfortunately, tend to be at the center of many historical disputes. Armenian activists maintain that one to one-and-a-half million Armenians were killed by the Turks-a claim hardly inconsistent with Davis's calculations. Davis reported that in his vilayet alone there lived 150,000 Armenians prior to 1915; at the end of that year only 8,000 to 10,000 remained. The parallels between the antiArmenian operations of the Ottoman Empire and the anti-Jewish campaign of the Nazis three decades later are striking. Apparently, there are not too many different ways to commit mass murder, even allowing for improvements in technology. Any arms-maker, geopolitician or lobbyist who denies the Armenian genocide ought to be forced to read this book. For the rest of us, Davis's work is an important reminder of what can happen when we choose not to watch. Gale Document Number: GALE|A9040845
